The D&H Flat-Land Gravity Railroad 
By S. Robert Powell, Ph.D. 


There were two D&H Gravity Railroads (1) the well known “mountain” Gravity between 
Carbondale and Honesdale (1829), with extensions down the Lackawanna Valley to Archbald 
(1845) and to Olyphant/Valley Junction (1859), and (2) the “‘flat-land” Gravity, on the valley 
floor, south of the foot of Plane No. 23 in Olyphant (1860-1886). 


Passenger service on the flat-land Gravity: When we looked at the birth of the D&H as a steam 
locomotive railroad in this column in October 2019, we noted that the debut of steam locomotive 
power on the D&H took place in February 1860, when the Major Sykes, a Gravity-gauge steam 
locomotive, first pulled passenger coaches from the foot of Plane No. 23 in Olyphant to 
Providence. In 1863, thanks in a large measure to the enthusiastic promotion and support of 
D&H Railroad Superintendent, Charles Pemberton Wurts, dual-gauge tracks (Gravity-gauge, 51 
inches, and standard-gauge , 56 1⁄2 inches) were laid between Providence and Vine Street, 2.27 
miles south of Providence. As such, D&H passengers, from up the Lackawanna Valley, 
beginning in 1863, could then access, via flat-land Gravity tracks, “the Scranton Railroad” (the 
DL&W). This line from the foot of Plane No. 23 to Vine Street served the D&H well as a 
passenger line from 1863 to the opening of the steam locomotive line, the Valley Road, between 
Carbondale and Scranton on July 4, 1871. 


Freight service on the flat-land Gravity: 

The first freight service on flat-land Gravity tracks took place in February 1860, when the 
Gravity tracks (in the dual-gauge standard/Gravity tracks from Valley Junction to Providence) 
were extended from Providence to the Von Storch breaker and to the Richmond No. 3 breaker in 
Providence. Gravity-gauge steam engines then pulled Gravity coal cars from the foot of Plane 
No. 23 to those two breakers, where they were filled with anthracite coal and hauled back to the 
foot of Plane No. 23 for shipment, over the mountain Gravity, to Honesdale. As with the 
Gravity-gauge passenger coaches that were moved between the foot of Plane No. 23 and 
Providence, these coal cars (empty and loaded) were pulled by Gravity-gauge steam locomotives 
(Major Sykes and C. P. Wurts, among them). 


In 1863, the dual-gauge D&H rail line was extended from Providence to Green Ridge and to 
Vine Street. In 1867, the 24.27 mile-long Union Railroad between Green Ridge and Union 
Junction (near Mill Creek/Hudson) was completed. (In that same year, a 12-stall roundhouse, 
with an iron turntable, was built at Green Ridge.) 


As soon as the line was completed between Green Ridge and Union Junction, the Union Coal 
Company leased the exclusive right to run passengers and merchandise traffic/freight between 
Union Junction and Green Ridge, for a period of 20 years, to the Central Railroad of New Jersey. 
At the same time, however, the D&H was authorized by the Union Coal Company to use the line 
to ship coal and, accordingly, made the line Gravity compatible. 


The coal to be shipped north by the D&H over the tracks of the Union Railroad was in the 
Baltimore mines (acquired by the D&H on October 25, 1867) north of Wilkes-Barre. To access 
those mines, the D&H Gravity tracks to Union Junction were then extended by the D&H from 
Union Junction to the Baltimore mines over the tracks of the Lehigh Coal and Navigation 
Company--which meant that D&H Gravity coal cars, loaded and light, pulled by Gravity-gauge 
steam locomotives could now be moved, on flat-land D&H Gravity tracks, between the 
Baltimore mines north of Wilkes-Barre and the foot of Plane No. 23 in Olyphant. 


In the period 1867-1871, the five Gravity-gauge steam locomotives (Major Sykes, C. P. Wurts, 
Honesdale, Lackawanna, and I. N. Seymour) were the motive power used. In the period 1871- 
1886, three standard-gauge D&H engines (Mill Creek, E. A. Quintard, and J. J. Albright) were 
the motive power that was used on the line, between Hudson and Olyphant, to move the Gravity 
coal cars. 


Flat-land Gravity Railroad operations, then, both in the movement of passengers and coal, were a 
very important component of the D&H picture from 1860 to 1871, which was a period of 
astonishing growth for the Delaware and Hudson, both from the perspective of the number of 
passengers transported and in number of tons of coal sent to market annually. In 1860, we note, 
the D&H sent to market 499,568 tons of anthracite coal. In 1871, the D&H sent 2,011,383 tons 
of coal to market. That phenomenal growth in the number of tons shipped to market annually by 
the D&H would not have been possible without the flat-land Gravity system. 
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Plane No. 23, also known as Plane G, Olyphant. The breaker on the right is the Eddy Creek Breaker. 
Photograph by Thomas H. Johnson, Scranton, 1860. 





Von Storch Breaker, Providence, PA. Photograph by Thomas H. Johnson, Scranton, PA, 1860. 


